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INTRODUCTION
“It may be that a philosopher’s life has found a writer equal to our 
ancestors’ days, but it is certain that it has found a reader worthy of my 
day.”1 With this elegant fl attery Sidonius Apollinaris presented to his 
friend, the courtier Leo, a Latin translation of the Vita Apollonii. Th at 
the praise for the intended reader went together with a certain scepti-
cism towards the author of the Life can be called ominous for its future 
reception. Leo’s response to Sidonius, to Apollonius or to Philostratus is 
unknown to us, but through the ages numerous readers have responded 
to the Life of Apollonius in ways neither elegant nor fl attering.
A few centuries later, Photius, for instance, made eager notes of rare 
words and exceptional phrases in the Vita, praising Philostratus for the 
sweetness and the charm of his style, but when it came to the contents 
of the book, he concluded his account in a rather less laudatory way: 
“On the subject of the Indians our author fabricates an entire series of 
ridiculous and implausible statements. (. . .) Th ere is a great deal more 
nonsense like this, utterly stupid. In his eight books he wasted all his 
labour on empty eff ort.”2 
Another giant in the history of Classical philology displayed a similar 
mixture of appreciation and disdain. When Aldus Manutius produced 
the fi rst printed edition of the Greek text of the VA, in 1501, he waited 
another three years before actually publishing the work, and the reluctant 
editor felt the need to warn possible clients in his personal preface: “I 
do not remember ever reading anything of lower quality or less deserv-
ing of attention.”3 As an editorial corroboration of this assessment and 
perhaps as a statement of his religious fervour, this friend of the late 
Pico Della Mirandola started the strange but ongoing tradition of edit-
ing the Life together with its refutation by Eusebius, which had to serve 
as a Christian antidote against Philostratus’ poisonous celebration of 
pagan wisdom.
1 Sidonius Apollinaris, Letters VIII, 3, 6; Bowie 2006:142–143.
2 Photius, Bibliotheca, codex 44, 10a. Translation from Wilson 2002:35. Th e linguistic 
and stylistic excerpts and remarks can be found in the much longer codex 241.
3 Lowry 1979:148.
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In subsequent centuries, the Vita Apollonii was extensively studied, 
but almost exclusively to obtain information on historical subjects. It 
is no exaggeration to state that Philostratus was not appreciated as an 
author. His work was treated almost as an impediment to research on 
serious topics such as the historical Apollonius and the historical Jesus: 
the passing negative remarks, expressions of frustration and annoy-
ance with Philostratus in modern scholarly literature would make for 
an interesting anthology. Th e papers collected in this volume do quote 
some of these remarks, but only to highlight the change in academic 
attitude towards Philostratus and his Vita Apollonii. 
Th is change came about some 30 years ago with a number of landmark 
studies. Th e Aufstieg und Niedergang contribution by Ewen Bowie (1978) 
redirected historical research on the Vita. In 1981, the fi rst study of the 
literary technique in the Life was undertaken by Th omas Knoles. Gra-
ham Anderson published the fi rst monograph on Philostratus in 1986. 
Biblical Redaktionsgeschichte gave Erkki Koskenniemi (1991) another 
perspective to call upon scholars to read Philostratus as an author in 
his own right. From then on, an increasing number of scholars have 
produced new and appreciative studies on the VA. Without abandoning 
the historical, religious and source-critical discussions, recent research 
has broadened the approaches to what we now would call a literary 
masterpiece. Th is methodological shift  has been articulated and dis-
cussed by James Francis (Francis 1998), who addresses the issue of the 
VA’s famously problematic relation between fi ctionality and historicity; 
he transcends the traditional either/or-discussions by posing the ques-
tion what kind of “fi ctional contract” the VA implies and how the text 
functions as “truthful fi ction”.
In the last decade a more general Philostratus revival seems to have 
been taking place, no doubt closely connected with the growing fasci-
nation and appreciation for the Second Sophistic as a whole, for which 
Philostratus’ Vitae Sophistarum is an important source (see for example 
Flinterman 1995 and Whitmarsh 2001). A sure sign of the renewed 
interest in the VA is the publication in 2005 of a new translation and 
edition in the Loeb Classical Library by Christopher Jones. Also in 2005, 
Th omas Schirren published his monograph on the Vita Apollonii, in 
which the application of new methodologies yielded an innovative read-
ing of the VA as an ironic text. Th e benefi ts of a narratological approach 
are demonstrated by Tim Whitmarsh in the chapters on Philostratus 
in the fi rst two volumes of the Brill Studies in ancient Greek narrative 
(de Jong 2005 and 2007). 
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Th e other works in the Corpus Philostrateum also benefi ted from 
the renewed interest in Philostratus (see e.g. Billault 2000). Th e fi rst 
English translation of the Heroicus was published in 2001 (Maclean & 
Aitken), followed by a volume of collected essays (Aitken & Maclean 
2004), and a new commentary (Grossardt 2006). Th e bibliography on 
the Imagines has grown tremendously in recent years (see for example 
Elsner 2000b and Webb 2006b), and even the long neglected Love Letters 
are fi nally attracting scholarly attention (Rosenmeyer 2001; Hodkinson 
2007; Goldhill forthcoming).
Th e Life of Apollonius is now generally seen not only as Philostratus’ 
magnum opus, but also as a key text in the cultural, literary and religious 
history of imperial Greece. Its generic and formal diversity, its shift ing 
cultural and historical background, as well as its protean hero, clearly 
call for a multifaceted and interdisciplinary reading. 
An awareness of this need for an interdisciplinary approach brought 
together a number of Ghent scholars with backgrounds in literary, 
philosophical and religious studies and, in 2003, the undersigned and 
their colleague Marc Van Uytfanghe obtained a research grant from 
the Belgian Research Foundation—Flanders. Th e project, labelled “Th e 
Life of Apollonius of Tyana by Flavius Philostratus. Literary allusions 
and compositional unity; literary play and ideological earnestness”, 
enabled the Classics Department of Ghent University to engage a PhD 
student, Wannes Gyselinck, as a full-time research fellow and to invite 
post-doctoral fellows Stelios Panayotakis (2005) and Graeme Miles 
(2007). As the four year project was at its mid-term, the participants 
in the project, together with our Leuven colleague Luc Van der Stockt, 
organized a round-table conference at the Royal Academy in Brussels, 
on 19 and 20 January 2006, under the title “Flavius Philostratus’ Vita 
Apollonii—Text and Contexts”. Much to our pleasure and gratitude, 
most of the scholars responsible for the Philostratean revival since the 
1980s agreed to participate, along with younger students of the VA and 
established scholars of related fi elds. Th e meeting was both stimulating 
and agreeable, and constituted a landmark in our research project.
Th e present book has its origin in this Brussels conference. Most of 
the chapters in this book are revised versions of papers given at the 
conference, while three others (Graham Anderson, Graeme Miles, and 
Peter Grossardt) were written for the occasion. Th e busy schedules of 
other scholars prevented them both from attending the conference and 
from submitting papers for the present volume. 
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Th e volume comprises extensions and round-ups of more traditional 
approaches to the text, as well as essays in which recent critical develop-
ments are taken a step further. In general, we can say that this volume 
represents critical advances in a variety of domains. Firstly, new con-
nections are explored between the VA and other texts or traditions: with 
the letters of Apollonius (Jones), Plutarch (Van der Stockt), folkloric 
traditions (Anderson), Eusebius’ Contra Hieroclem (Schirren), the post-
Homeric traditions including Lucian’s Verae Historiae and Philostratus’ 
Heroicus (Grossardt), even Greek literature as a whole (Bowie). Secondly, 
the text’s religious and philosophical background is further charted, 
by embedding the VA in the hagiographic tradition (Van Uytfanghe), 
exploring the philosophical subtext (Praet), relating the Vita to the 
Emesan Sun-cult (Morgan) or the Cretan cult of Dictynna (Flinterman). 
Th irdly, the volume presents essays looking at the VA from new angles, 
and experimenting with innovatory methodologies. Th e application of 
modern literary theory has produced surprising new insights, or at least 
a fresh look at old problems (Billault; Schirren; Gyselinck-Demoen; 
Miles). And lastly, many of the essays off er interesting interpretations 
and discussions of particular episodes and passages in the VA. 
Th e articles have been organized in two sections, corresponding 
roughly to the two oxymoronically collocated words in the title of the 
book. Th e fi rst section focuses on literary and philological discussions, 
the second section deals with historical, religious and philosophical 
aspects. For some of the articles this distinction is of course rather 
arbitrary, because of the evident interconnection between the two 
covered fi elds.
Th e fi rst section starts off  with an essay by Alain Billault, Les choix 
narratifs de Philostrate dans la vie d’Apollonios de Tyana, which places 
the VA fi rmly within the biographical tradition, and brings out Philos-
tratus’ originality vis-à-vis this tradition. Th is originality results, among 
other things, from the introduction of a meta-biographical discourse, 
in which Philostratus throughout the Life refl ects on the narration of 
an exceptional life and makes explicit the motivations underlying his 
choices. 
In the contribution of Gerard Boter, Towards a new critical edition 
of Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius: the affi  liation of the manuscripts, we 
can catch a glimpse of the new editio critica maior which he is prepar-
ing; a new stemma codicum is presented for the fi rst time. 
Ewen Bowie introduces his contribution, Quotation of earlier texts 
in τὰ ἐς τὸν Τυανέα Ἀπολλώνιον, as a sample of how the research on 
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quotation and allusions in the VA might be conducted. He not only 
provides two useful inventories, but also draws attention to the dis-
tribution of quotations over the 8 books, and to the range of authors 
who are cited.
How to become a poet? Homer and Apollonius visit the mound of Achilles, 
by Peter Grossardt, explores the literary and historical traditions that 
might have informed the VA episode near Troy. Apollonius’ cross-exami-
nation of the Achaean hero is placed against the background of playful 
Homer-correction typical for the literature of the Second Sophistic. 
In Author and narrator: fi ction and metafi ction in Philostratus’ Vita 
Apollonii, Wannes Gyselinck and Kristoffel Demoen look at the VA 
from a narratological point of view and argue for the need to distinguish 
between the author, who is responsible for the sophistic écriture, and 
the narrating voice. Th e author is shown to communicate tacitly with 
his (sophisticated) reader, and to create an eff ect that in contemporary 
critical terms we might describe as metafi ctional. 
In Reforming the eyes: interpreters and interpretation in the Vita Apol-
lonii, Graeme Miles examines the interpretive theories and representa-
tions of interpretation in the VA, focussing both on the representation 
of Apollonius as interpreter and on some interesting passages in the 
VA where interpretation is explicitly refl ected upon by the protagonists. 
Miles suggests an “Apollonian” reading of the VA, in which the repre-
sented ideas on interpretation are used as cues to approach the text itself.
Thomas Schirren’s Irony versus eulogy. Th e Vita Apollonii as meta-
biographical fi ction, argues that the VA can function as a eulogy, as it was 
commissioned by Julia Domna, but at the same time invites a reading 
that recognizes ironic ambiguities, and prompts the sophisticated reader 
to refl ect on the representation of holy men in general Th is essay also 
off ers an ingenious interpretation of the only extant ancient reader-
response, the polemic treatise by the Christian intellectual Eusebius.
In “Never the twain shall meet? Plutarch and Philostratus’ Life of 
 Apollonius: some themes and techniques”, Luc Van der Stockt pro-
vides a detailed rhetorical analysis of the important prologue of the 
VA and explores the connections and diff erences between Plutarch and 
Philostratus, paying particular attention to Plutarch’s biography of the 
Pythagorean Numa. 
Th e second section opens with an essay by Graham Anderson, 
“Folklore versus fakelore: some problems in the Life of Apollonius”, in 
which he explores connections between the VA and folklore, scratching 
off  the sophistic veneer in search of folkloric motives. 
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Jaap-Jan Flinterman’s article, Apollonius’ ascension, focuses on the 
question why Apollonius’ ascension is situated precisely in the temple 
of Dictynna on Crete, bringing into account both literary and archaeo-
logical evidence. Flinterman points out some curious parallels between 
the account of Apollonius’ death and aft erlife, and the mythology sur-
rounding the Cretan cult.
Christopher Jones off ers in his contribution, “Some letters of Apollo -
nius of Tyana”, a subtle argument, based on the corpus of letters attrib-
uted to Apollonius, suggesting that the historical Apollonius may be 
attested in an Ephesian inscription as “Lucius Pompeius Apollonius”. 
Th is would imply Apollonius’ Roman citizenship. 
In Th e Emesan connection: Philostratus and Heliodorus, John Mor-
gan discusses the Severan and, more specifi cally, Emesan background 
shared by Philostratus’ VA and Heliodorus’ Aethiopica. He argues that 
the Emesan Sun-cult is an essential background element to both. Mor-
gan shows how both texts use fi ctional constructions of idealized solar 
states at the margins of the world as a displaced means to articulate a 
message about the Emesan cult. Morgan’s examination moreover throws 
an interesting light on the question of the date of Heliodorus’ novel.
In Pythagoreanism and the planetary deities: the philosophical and 
literary master-structure of the Vita Apollonii, Danny Praet argues 
that incarnation and the ascension of the soul through the planetary 
spheres underlie Philostratus’ distribution of the diff erent themes and 
episodes over the VA’s eight books. Praet’s reading entails an assess-
ment of the VA as a serious and unique, albeit sophistically encoded, 
philosophical text. 
Erkki Koskenniemi’s Th e Philostratean Apollonius as a teacher is a 
thematic inquiry about the way Apollonius is represented as a teacher 
in the VA.
Th e book concludes with an essay by Marc Van Uytfanghe, La Vie 
d’Apollonius de Tyane et le discours hagiographique. He off ers a com-
prehensive status quaestionis of the investigations of parallels between 
the gospels and the VA, and of the question of the theios anēr.4 Th e 
VA is meaningfully positioned within the broader framework of the 
4 A recent status quaestionis or a full history of the VA-Forschung are readily available 
in some recent studies quoted in several articles. We may refer notably to Flinterman 
1995 and Schirren 2005.
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‘hagiographical discourse’, which brings together the pagan, Christian 
and Jewish traditions.
Th e book is completed by an integrated bibliography and two general 
indices (locorum and verborum), intended to render this volume of col-
lected papers useful as a reference work.
On behalf of the organizers, the participants and the guests, we would 
like to thank the Royal Flemish Academy of Belgium for Science and the 
Arts, and the University Foundation Belgium for hosting the conference 
and off ering fi nancial support, and the Research Foundation—Flanders, 
for generously supporting the research project in general and the con-
ference in particular. As editors of the volume, we would like to thank 
all the contributors for their loyal cooperation. Wannes Gyselinck did a 
great job as assistant editor, as did Marjolein De Wilde for the techni-
cal parts of the text editing. At the fi nal stage of the editorial process, 
Graeme Miles assisted us with copy editing and revision of the English 
style of several texts.
We hope this book will help fi nd readers of the Vita Apollonii worthy 
of our days.
Ghent, April 2008
Kristoff el Demoen & Danny Praet 
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